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Abstract 
Background 
Although early closure of formal youth mentoring relationships has recently begun to receive some attention, more 
information about factors that contribute to premature endings, and how those factors interact, is needed so that 
empirically-based program practices can be developed and disseminated to prevent such endings and to ensure that 
youth reap the benefits mentoring can provide. 
Objective 
This qualitative interview study applies a systemic model of youth mentoring relationships (Keller, 2005a) to the 
study of mentoring relationship endings in community-based mentoring matches to understand why these matches 
ended. 
Method 
Mentors, parents/guardians and program staff associated with 36 mentoring matches that had ended were 
interviewed about their experiences of these relationships and their understanding of why they had ended. Thematic 
analysis of the interview transcripts and mentoring program case notes for each match followed by systemic 
modeling of the relationships yielded three major findings. 
Results 
A strong mentor-youth relationship is necessary but not sufficient for match longevity. The mentor-youth 
relationship, even when relatively strong, is unlikely to withstand disruptions in other relationships in the system. 
Agency contextual factors, such as program practices and policies and staffing patterns, have a critical role to play in 
sustaining mentoring matches, as they directly influence all of the relationships in the mentoring system.  
Conclusion 
These findings highlight the importance of considering not just the mentoring dyad but also the parent/guardian and 
program context when trying to prevent match closures. They also point to several program practices that may 
support longer mentoring relationships. 
 
Keywords: youth mentoring, match closure, systems theory, qualitative research 
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It takes a village to break up a match: A systemic analysis of formal youth mentoring relationship endings 
Mentoring is a flexible, broad-based approach to youth development that has been found to promote 
positive social, emotional, behavioral, and academic outcomes for children and adolescents, including high-risk 
youth (Bouffard & Bergseth, 2008; DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011; Tolan, Henry, 
Schoeny, & Bass, 2008). Unfortunately, the promise of this important mode of prevention and intervention is often 
not fully realized. Too many mentoring relationships established through formal programs—as many as a third to a 
half—end prematurely before reaching the expected duration set by the program (DuBois & Keller, 2017; Grossman 
& Rhodes, 2002; Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; Kupersmidt, Stump, Stelter & Rhodes, 2017). Matches made 
with higher-risk youth appear to be particularly vulnerable (Grossman, Chan, Schwartz, & Rhodes, 2012; Grossman 
& Rhodes, 2002; Kupersmidt et al., 2017; Schwartz, Rhodes, Chan, & Herrera, 2011). Not only are prematurely 
ended relationships less likely to be effective, they actually may be harmful in some cases. A handful of studies have 
reported decrements in functioning among youth whose relationships ended before the initial time commitment had 
been met (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Karcher, 2005; Slicker & Palmer, 1993). Although early match closure has 
recently begun to receive some attention (c.f., De Wit et al., 2016; Herrera, DuBois & Grossman, 2013; Kupersmidt 
et al., 2017; Spencer 2007; Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh, & Drew, 2017), more information about factors 
that contribute to premature endings, and how those factors interact, is needed so that empirically-based program 
practices can be developed and disseminated to prevent such endings and to ensure that youth reap the benefits 
mentoring can provide. 
Predictors of Mentoring Relationship Endings  
The nascent, but growing, body of research on early endings has identified some individual mentor and 
youth characteristics and dyadic processes that can contribute to match closures. Among the youth characteristics 
examined, youth age at time of matching, gender, and risk status appear to play a role. Older youth (13-16 years of 
age) tend to be in matches of shorter duration compared with younger youth (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; 
Kupersmdit et al., 2017), and matches with female mentors tend to end earlier than those with male mentors 
(Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Kupersmidt et al., 2017; Spencer, Drew, Kanchewa, & Walsh, 2018). Relationships 
with youth who have more complex problems (e.g., history of abuse), are systems-involved, or are referred to a 
mentoring program due to psychological or educational difficulties tend to not last as long (Grossman & Rhodes, 
2002; Kupersmidt et al., 2017). On the mentor side, volunteers have various motivations for taking on the role and 
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may take different approaches to developing and maintaining their relationships (Keller, 2007a). In some cases, 
personal circumstances may affect their ability to continue their program involvement (Spencer et al., 2017). One 
study found that adults who had a lower income tended to have shorter matches, as did adults who were married and 
in their late 20’s (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002).  
Mentor expectations and relational capacities appear to be important as well. Some research indicates that 
mentors are less likely to persevere when their expectations for mentoring are not met, and the same is true for 
mentors who underestimate the time commitment and feel burdened by the relationship (Schlafer, Poehlmann, 
Coffino, & Hanneman, 2009; Spencer, 2007; Spencer et al., 2017). One study observed that mentors’ own reports of 
their capacity for empathy and their comfort with relationships at the time of the match were positively associated 
with mentee ratings of relationship quality 6 months into the match (Spencer, Martin, Basualdo-Delmonico, Walsh, 
& Jeon, 2010). Other research on peer-mentoring has found that the mentors’ general attitudes about young people 
matter as well. Mentors with more negative attitudes have the potential to contribute to poorer youth outcomes 
(Karcher, Davidson, Rhodes, & Herrera, 2010). On the other hand, mentors with higher levels of social interest and 
general caring for the welfare of others are more likely to persist in their mentoring relationships, even with more 
interpersonally challenging mentees (Karcher & Lindwall, 2003).  
Further, research indicates that a number of relational, or dyadic factors, may contribute to the length and 
strength of relationships. For example, when mentors adopting a prescriptive approach try to address difficult issues 
and change youth behavior early in the match, they are likely to encounter resistance that leads to frustration and 
negative feelings on the part of both mentor and youth (Morrow & Styles, 1995). The strength of some mentoring 
relationships can suffer when mentors do not think the youth is benefitting from the experience, when mentors sense 
the youth is unmotivated to continue meeting, or when difficulties with communication are so great they interfere 
with making connections over long periods of time (Schlafer et al., 2009; Spencer, 2007; Spencer et al., 2017). 
Likewise, reasons cited for relationship endings include mentor perceptions that the youth did not show enough 
interest, that the youth did not seem to need a mentor, and that the youth’s family was not supportive (Herrera et al., 
2013; Spencer, 2007; Spencer et al., 2017). Mentors in early ending relationships also have reported feeling 
unprepared for challenges encountered in mentoring and having strong personal reactions to the differences between 
their own lives and those of their youth mentees (Schlafer et al., 2009; Spencer, 2007; Spencer et al., 2017).  
A Systemic View of Mentoring Relationship Endings 
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Much of the existing research on relationship endings has tended to focus on individual characteristics or 
the processes at work within the mentor-youth dyad; yet, endings are likely multiply determined and driven by other 
factors and processes as well. Keller’s (2005a) systemic model of the youth mentoring intervention, rooted in 
ecological and family systems theories (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Gjerde, 1986; Minuchin, 1985; Cox & Paley, 1997), 
situates the mentor-youth dyad within a larger mutually-influencing system of relationships between the mentor, 
parents/guardians, agency personnel, and the youth, all of which are encompassed and influenced by the larger 
agency context. Examining the mentoring intervention in a manner similar to the structure of a family, as in family 
systems theory (Minuchin, 1985), this model accounts for the dynamic nature of actors within a system (Cox & 
Paley, 1997). Beyond the mentor-youth dyad, this approach focuses attention on other relationships in the mentoring 
system, namely the mentor-parent/guardian, mentor-agency staff, parent/guardian-agency staff and youth-agency 
staff relationships. Taking this view also calls attention to the larger programmatic context within which these 
relationships are situated and how policies and procedures are enacted by staff.  
The quality of communication and coordination among the mentor, mentee, parent/guardian, and mentoring 
program staff may be particularly significant (Keller, 2005b). The youth’s parent/guardian may either facilitate or 
hinder the development and maintenance of the mentoring relationship, with evidence suggesting that youth 
outcomes are more robust for mentoring programs that specifically address parent involvement (DuBois, Holloway, 
Valentine, & Cooper, 2002). Qualitative research provides insights regarding the perceptions of parent/guardians 
about their roles in the youth mentoring process (Spencer, Basualdo-Delmonico, & Lewis, 2010) and has indicated 
that there is not always agreement between parents, mentors and program staff about these roles (Basualdo-
Delmonico & Spencer, 2016). Positive and effective mentoring relationships are more likely when the mentor and 
parent are better acquainted and share understandings and expectations (Meissen & Lounsbury, 1981). However, 
constructive parent-mentor dialogue and appropriate role definitions may be difficult to achieve without clear 
program practices that encourage and guide them.  
Likewise, the agency worker plays a crucial role throughout the development of the mentoring relationship 
by providing training, offering advice, monitoring boundaries, making referrals for opportunities or services, and 
facilitating communication and problem-solving through initial and ongoing contacts with the mentor, mentee and 
parent/guardian (Keller, 2005a). In a study that noted the contributions of program staff, Big Brothers Big Sisters 
(BBBS) volunteer mentors appreciated ideas for activities, guidance on building the mentoring relationship, and 
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advice about how to deal with the mentee’s family (Morrow & Styles, 1995). A study of unsuccessful mentoring 
relationships cited cases that terminated prematurely when the program worker was unable to mediate mentor-
mentee conflict or when the program worker became over-involved and created indirect communication patterns 
(Spencer, 2007). 
Present Study 
In this study, we apply Keller’s (2005a) systemic model of youth mentoring to investigate mentoring 
relationship endings with the goal of understanding the multiple interacting factors that contribute to mentoring 
relationship endings. Using in-depth, qualitative interview data from mentors, parents/guardians (PGs) and program 
staff in formal youth mentoring relationships that had ended, we examined individual, interpersonal and inter-
relational dynamics of mentoring matches to reach a deeper understanding of what prevented these relationships 
from continuing. Our investigation advances knowledge on this important topic by employing the systemic 
framework to integrate multiple perspectives into a comprehensive analysis of the network of relationships involved 
in each match. We hypothesized that a holistic examination of relationships beyond the mentor-mentee dyad (i.e., 
those also involving the parent/guardian and program staff) would provide new insights regarding the reasons why 
youth mentoring relationships end.   
Methods 
Participants 
 The current study examines a subsample (n= 36 matches) from a larger, prospective, mixed-methods study 
investigating factors associated with mentoring relationship endings (Authors, 2017). Participants were recruited 
from four Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) affiliated agencies and enrolled in the study before the initiation of their 
new mentoring relationships. BBBS programs match volunteer mentors with youth in one-to-one relationships. All 
matches in the larger study (N= 358) were part of the community-based program, in which participants schedule 
visits and choose activities on their own. Matches in the program make an initial commitment to meet 2 to 4 times 
per month for a minimum of 12 months and agree to participate in regular monitoring contacts with agency staff. All 
matches were same-gender.  
 Recruitment into the study occurred on a rolling basis as new matches were made, and all study matches 
were followed at least 15 months. Participant tracking was managed using REDCap (Research Electronic Data 
Capture) tools (Harris et al., 2009) hosted at [institution blinded for review]. Just under one-third of the study 
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matches (31%) ended prior to their 12-month anniversary. A sub-sample of matches that closed during their first 18 
months was selected from all four study sites for inclusion in the qualitative portion of the study. To investigate the 
endings of mentoring relationships of different length, the sampling procedure for the qualitative study obtained 
matches distributed across three categories of duration: 0-6 months, 6-12 months, and 12-18 months. For the 
purpose of sampling, match length was determined using the agency report of the length of the match at the last 
meeting. Factors for selection of the sub-sample also included diversity based on match demographics (e.g., gender, 
mentor/youth age, race/ethnicity) and representation of a wide variety of match experiences and closure reasons 
based on short summaries provided by agency staff. Matches were excluded if the agency reported that the 
relationship ended due to factors clearly external to the match (e.g., the mentor or youth moving out of the 
geographic region).  
For selected matches, the mentor, the youth’s parent/guardian (PG) and the Match Support Specialist 
(MSS) working with the match at the time it ended were invited to participate in a one-time, in-depth qualitative 
interview via phone (youth completed surveys for the larger study but were not interviewed). The aim was to collect 
interviews from all 3 participants in 48 cases. In total, participants from 82 matches were contacted for interviews, 
and a total of 174 interviews were conducted (49 mentors, 53 PGs, 72 MSS). As a result, 36 matches (19 female) 
had completed interviews for all three participants (trifectas) (See Table 1 for details). Only completed trifectas were 
included in this analysis (see Table 2 for participant demographics). The PGs interviewed for the qualitative study 
were related to the youth as mother (72.2%), grandmother (19.4%), father (5.6%), or aunt (2.8%). They had an 
average of 2.2 children in the household (SD = .99). Most youth were eligible for free or reduced school lunch 
(80.6%). One-quarter of families qualified for public assistance, and one out of six youth had at least one parent 
incarcerated. Twenty-four Match Support Specialists (MSS) were interviewed, with some representing multiple 
cases among the 36 trifectas. Two MSS did not complete the questions regarding the following demographic 
information. At the time of the baseline survey, 7 (31.8%) had been in their current position for less than 1 year, 8 
(36.4%) had been employed for 1-2 years, and the remainder had been in their current position 3-14 years (M= 2.4, 
SD= 3.2). MSS reported longer work histories in the youth development field: only 2 (9.1%) had less than 1 year of 
experience, 3 (13.6%) had 1 year of experience, and the remainder had 3-30 years of experience (M= 6.3, SD= 6.9). 
Procedures 
 The mentor, PG, and MSS associated with a particular match each completed an in-depth (Johnson, 2002), 
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semi-structured (Seidman, 1991) interview after the match had ended. Participants were interviewed by telephone. 
All participants provided informed consent to participate during the pre-match study enrollment process and were 
reminded at the time of the interview that participation was voluntary. Interviewers informed participants that their 
individual responses would not be shared with other participants or the agency. Mentors and parents received a $30 
gift card for completing the interview; MSS received a $15 gift card.  
 Interviewers used a semi-structured interview protocol to elicit each participant’s understanding of why the 
match ended, the role of the agency during the life of the match, perceptions of the quality of the adult relationships 
surrounding the mentor-youth relationship, and the participant’s overall perceptions of the nature, quality, and 
development of the mentor-youth relationship. Interviews lasted from 15 to 85 minutes (PGs: M= 40.3, SD= 12.7; 
mentors: M= 43.9, SD= 12.4; MSS: M= 48.3, SD= 12.4). All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. Transcriptions were verified by listening to the audio recording and making any necessary corrections. 
The transcripts were de-identified before analysis. 
 The mentoring programs provided the case notes for each trifecta, including enrollment and matching 
documents, logs of staff-participant contacts, and closure notes. Scanned paper documents and electronic files 
exported into PDFs were transferred to study staff via a secure, cloud-based server. All identifying information was 
removed from case notes prior to analysis. All study procedures were approved by the institutional review board at 
the first author’s university and informed consent was obtained from all adult participants and informed assent from 
all youth participants.  
Analysis 
Thematic coding. A multi-step thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of the interview and case note 
data for the 36 trifectas was conducted to examine why each relationship ended. The second and fourth authors 
developed an initial codebook reflecting the interview protocols, previous research on match endings, consideration 
of key research questions, and important topics that emerged from the data. Major codes addressed the following: (a) 
early relationship expectations and motivations, (b) quality and development of the youth-mentor relationship over 
time, (c) relationship between the PG and mentor, (d) agency support and interactions with match parties, and (e) 
participants’ understandings of why the relationship ended. The codebook was evaluated and revised based on topics 
and themes identified throughout the coding process, including the addition of codes to reflect new observations 
arising from the data. All interviews for a particular trifecta were assigned to one coder for analysis and coding 
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using NVivo software. 
 Narrative summaries. Once all three interviews from a trifecta were coded, the coder produced a narrative 
summary (Maxwell & Miller, 2008; Way, 1998) integrating information from the coded interviews with the agency 
case notes. Narrative summaries were originally intended as a way to analyze data from a single reporter but have 
been adapted by Spencer and colleagues to examine the development of youth mentoring relationships, integrating 
data from multiple sources (e.g., Spencer at al., 2017; Spencer et al., 2018). Coders first explained the nature and 
development over time of the four main relationships examined in the interviews: mentor-youth, mentor-PG, 
mentor-MSS, PG-MSS. Coders then described the relationship ending from each participants’ perspective, including 
the reason for, and process leading to, the match ending. Subsequently, coders reflected on the mentor’s 
engagement, impressions of each participants’ experiences with the mentoring relationship, and their evaluations of 
the match ending. After completing the narrative summary, the coder provided a condensed 3-5 sentence plot 
summary of the essential points needed to describe the match and chose from a list of pre-determined categories to 
identify the reason the match ended (e.g., genuine life circumstance, youth dissatisfaction, mentor abandonment) and 
the overall strength of the mentor-youth relationship (i.e., strong, adequate, tenuous, out of sync, weak). These 
categories were based on previous research regarding mentoring relationship endings (Spencer et al., 2017), with 
additional categories generated to appropriately represent the cases in this sample. The second author supervised all 
coding and narrative summary writing to ensure consistency and quality across cases. Coders met weekly during the 
coding process to discuss questions and challenges in the coding and narrative summary process, to examine cases, 
and to identify emerging themes. 
 Systemic modeling. The next phase of the analysis examined the interplay between the individual and 
relational factors described from each participant’s perspective to develop a more holistic understanding of why 
each match ended. Applying Keller’s (2005a) systemic model of youth mentoring, triangle models were created for 
each case that included a circle representing each match participant (i.e., youth, PG, mentor and MSS) connected by 
lines representing the dyadic relationships between all match parties (see Figure 1 for an example). The youth is 
located in the center of the triangle with the mentor on the apex to signify the dyadic relationship, which is the 
primary mentoring relationship. The PG and MSS are located in the lower corners, representing their role in 
supporting the primary relationship. 
First, the coder assigned to the case and the second and third authors independently reviewed the full 
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narrative summary and used the information in the narrative summary to create a triangle model for the case, filling 
in the circle for each participant by noting the characteristics and qualities of the person as well as contextual factors 
relevant to the match. Information about the family context was included in the PG circle, and agency details or 
information about previous staff members associated with the match were included in the MSS circle. The triangle 
model also included boxes corresponding to the key relationships of interest (youth-mentor, PG-mentor, PG-MSS, 
and mentor-MSS) where the reader recorded information on the nature of the relationship, communication, and the 
types of support offered. When either the youth-parent or youth-MSS relationship was discussed in the interviews as 
having an important role in the mentoring relationship development, a box was added describing this relationship. 
 Each reader then used the relevant information to make designations regarding the quality and level of 
functioning of the four key relationships (and the additional relationship if a box was added). The line representing 
the relationship was colored green if the coder evaluated the overall relationship as positive or functional, meaning 
that both parties were engaging as expected by agency norms, had regular communication, and were comfortable 
with the relationship. For youth-mentor relationships, this meant there was evidence in the study participants’ 
narratives that the mentor and youth enjoyed visits, met agency expectations for the frequency of visits, and felt 
positively about the relationship. The PG-mentor relationship was considered functional if they both reported feeling 
comfortable addressing issues in the mentoring relationship, stayed in touch in a way that worked for both, and felt 
respected and valued by the other person. Relationships with the agency were functional when the PG or mentor 
indicated that they felt well prepared for the match and were able to reach out to the MSS for guidance or 
intervention, and when the MSS had a good understanding of the personal and relational circumstances of the match. 
The line was colored red when the relationship was not functional, was determined to negatively influence the 
match, and may have contributed in some way to the match ending. In cases where match parties reported 
conflicting views of the relationship (e.g., the mentor felt unsupported by the agency, but the MSS reported a strong 
relationship with the mentor), the relationship was colored red because discontent by one party was enough to 
suggest that the relationship was incongruous and negative overall. In addition, even when both parties reported 
feeling positive about the match, the reader colored the line red if it was clear that the relationship was ultimately not 
functional for the match (e.g., the mentor and MSS both liked each other, but the MSS failed to provide coaching 
that could have helped the mentor understand the needs of the family). If the relationship in the triangle was not 
important to the match or unanalyzed (typically the youth-parent and youth-MSS relationships, given that the youth 
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were not interviewed), the line was left black.  
 After each reader completed a triangle model for the case, the three readers met to discuss and come to 
consensus on a final triangle model for the case. Through a collaborative process, the readers considered the content 
of each individual’s circle and each dyadic relationship box to determine which content was relevant to the match. 
Then, the three readers discussed the color of each line until all three agreed on the color choice. In two cases, the 
readers could not reach consensus regarding the color of one of the relationship lines due to conflicting and 
insufficient data, which resulted in the line being colored black. Finally, the readers reviewed the plot summary and 
relationship category coding included in the narrative summary to ensure that they accurately represented the case.  
 Sorting cases and identifying themes. Once all 36 cases where coded and narrative summaries and 
triangle models were constructed, the first three authors met to review the triangle models for all cases and identify 
major themes as to why the mentoring relationships had ended. Printed copies of the triangle models were physically 
sorted into piles based on patterns in relationship line coloring and then based on common characteristics of the 
match parties (e.g., mentor had unrealistic expectations, gap in MSS support) or dyadic relationships (e.g., MSS 
judges PG, mentor unsatisfied with agency/MSS support). The triangles were sorted and re-sorted multiple times 
based on emerging themes to identify major patterns in the data. 
Results 
A number of factors similar to those identified in previous research were found to contribute to the endings 
of these formal youth mentoring relationships (see Table 3). Unrealistic expectations and dissatisfaction on the part 
of the mentor figured prominently as did the needs and difficulties of the youth and the particulars of the youth’s 
family context. However, taking a systemic view highlighted how these precipitating factors operated within and 
among the relationships of the participants in the mentoring system (mentors, youth, PGs and MSSs) to contribute to 
the match ending. The systemic approach to analyzing multiple interconnected relationships from multiple 
perspectives yielded the following main findings: (a) a strong mentor-youth relationship is necessary but not 
sufficient for match longevity, (b) the mentor-youth relationship, even when relatively strong, is unlikely to 
withstand substantial disruptions in other relationships in the system, and (c) agency contextual factors, such as 
program practices and policies, and staffing patterns, are critical in sustaining mentoring matches, as they influence 
all of the relationships in the mentoring system. Although major changes in life circumstances occurred for many 
participants in this sample, significant and largely unpredictable (e.g., medical issues) appeared to be the primary 
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reason for the match endings in only 8 of the 36 cases (25%).  
Challenges to the Developing Mentor-Youth Relationship 
In 18 of the 36 cases (50%), the mentor-youth relationship was troubled in some way. Inadequate mentor 
relational skills, mentor or youth dissatisfaction, and lack of youth engagement were the primary sources of 
disruption described in these relationships. Even for cases in which all of the supporting relationships were working 
well, the match could not be sustained in the absence of a workable connection between the mentor and youth. 
Especially problematic were mentors who seemed to be ill-equipped to meet the demands of the task, either 
because of other significant circumstances in their lives that interfered with their ability to focus on the mentoring 
relationship or due to what appeared to be limitations in their relational skills. Some of these mentors were wrestling 
with significant transitions in their personal or professional lives that went unreported by the mentor or undetected 
by the agency upon enrollment. For example, in one case, the mentor was in the midst of getting a divorce at the 
time he was matched with his mentee. The divorce was not disclosed to the agency, and the MSS indicated that had 
the agency been aware of this circumstance, the volunteer would not have been enrolled at that time. This mentor 
displayed little tolerance for stress or complications in the match and chose to end the relationship after less than 2 
months, which was believed to be in part due to the significant disruptions in his personal life. 
Other mentors seemed to be lacking in the relational skills and capacities needed to mentor a child in a 
community-based program, demonstrating inflexibility and/or a lack of understanding of the developmental needs 
and capacities of youth. For example, one mentor, who had been matched previously, lacked realistic expectations 
about what it is like to build a relationship with a young person. According to agency documentation, this mentor’s 
previous match ended after one month because that youth’s guardian did not feel the mentor had enough experience 
with children. That previous match was the mentor’s first experience working with a youth, which led the staff to 
recommend that any potential re-match for this mentor not involve a young person whose family had any significant 
challenges. Despite the previous failed relationship, this mentor continued to hold unrealistic expectations for 
communication with a 12-year-old and shared examples during her interview of times she had to be coached by the 
MSS or youth’s mother on how to appropriately interact with her mentee. The youth’s mother explained that the 
youth started feeling uncomfortable in the match after the first few visits. In addition, the mentor was unsympathetic 
to communication challenges arising from the mother’s on-going illness. All of these factors resulted in the mentor 
disengaging from the match.  
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In other cases, mentors were described as overly rigid or expecting the youth to engage with them primarily 
on their terms. For example, one mentor expected his 12-year-old mentee to call him to schedule the next outing and 
held firm to this, refusing to call the youth in an effort to get the youth to “work for” the relationship to make it 
“worth more” to the youth. Other mentors had less rigid but nonetheless unrealistic expectations of the mentoring 
experience and/or their mentee that interfered with the successful development of the relationship. Some 
(erroneously) thought the youth was not interested in or did not need the relationship, which dampened the mentor’s 
own enthusiasm. One mentor simply stopped replying to both the agency and family after the initial match meeting 
based on the mentor’s own evaluation that the young person did not need mentoring and was doing just fine. The 
mentor did not seem to know or understand that the young person recently had experienced major changes in family 
structure and was looking for a stable adult to rely on. In other cases, mentors thought their mentees needed much 
more support than a mentor could provide. One mentor ended the match early when his mentee was hospitalized for 
mental health issues, saying the mentee’s needs were beyond what the mentor could address. This mentor did not 
consider that the mentee had a myriad of supports focused on his mental health and needed the mentor not as a 
mental health provider but as a companion.  
In a small number of cases, however, there was evidence of actual youth dissatisfaction or lack of 
engagement, which appeared to be particularly difficult for the mentor to navigate. A few youth were described by 
the other participants as having minimal to no interest in the match. These relationships tended to end quite early 
(i.e., within the first 3 months). Several of these youth had been on the waiting list for a long time (many over a 
year), waiting either for their first mentor or a rematch after a failed previous match. By the time they were matched, 
these mentees had lost interest. In one of these cases, the long wait for a mentor was compounded by the youth’s 
significant trauma history and his reluctance to try to build a new relationship with a stranger. After just the first 
match meeting, the youth refused to continue. Others had previous mentors, or had siblings with mentors, to which 
the current match paled by comparison. One youth, a 15-year-old girl, was re-matched after her previous mentor had 
married and decided she could no longer continue in the program. Although the initial match meeting went well and 
the youth indicated to the PG that she liked the new mentor, it was difficult to schedule outings. Both the MSS and 
the youth’s mother thought the youth was too busy with her friends and other activities to invest in a relationship 
with a new mentor. The mother also suspected that the loss of the previous mentor played a role as well, as she 
noted that her daughter seemed to have “worked up a resistance… because she thought maybe, her Big Sister was 
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going to leave her.” 
Supporting Relationships Matter as Well 
The nature and quality of the other relationships in the mentoring system contributed to match endings as 
well. Some weak or troubled mentor-youth relationships were further compounded by difficulties in the supporting 
relationships. Among cases wherein the mentor-youth relationship was adequate or even working well, 
disconnections and difficulties in the other relationships surrounding the mentor-youth dyad seemed to overshadow 
the strength of the mentoring relationship and contribute to the match ending. 
Disruptions in the mentor-parent/guardian relationship. Disruptions in the mentor-PG relationship 
were observed in just over half of the matches in this sample, and for many, the difficulties in this relationship 
seemed to be a major contributor to the match’s ending. Common challenges among these cases involved mentors 
having trouble negotiating the stress and competing obligations in the youth’s and family’s lives, mentors holding 
deficit-based views of the youth’s PG/family, and PGs not liking the mentor with whom their child was matched.  
Many of the families had complicated life circumstances that made consistent communication difficult. For 
example, loss of housing or having phones disconnected made communication and scheduling quite challenging at 
times. Some mentors seemed to interpret these challenges as a sign of disinterest or lack of commitment by the PG, 
rather than attributing communications challenges to the stressors faced by the families. For example, one youth had 
a sibling who was frequently in the hospital. The mentor got frustrated when the mother was distracted and unable to 
keep in touch with the mentor as frequently as the mentor would have liked, and when the PG sometimes made 
changes to plans on short notice. The mentor described one time when she was out with the youth and the mother 
called from the hospital asking that the mentor drop off the youth at the hospital, which the mentor explained “was 
definitely out of the way.” The mentor felt that “it just seemed like [her] time did not matter” resulting in her 
reflection that she “didn’t really feel like they were thankful.” As frustration grew, this mentor disengaged from the 
relationship, ultimately ending it at the 12-month mark. 
Comments made by a number of mentors indicated that they held deficit-based views of the PG. These 
judgements were most apparent in how mentors depicted the family’s home environment or the PG’s parenting 
style. For example, a mentor described her experience going to the youth’s home in this way: 
I would have to work really hard to be comfortable at the home because the home was 
very….crowded and…. I don’t know if you could say that she was a hoarder… but it was very 
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intense. And there was like this constant smell of mildew that would kind of make you want to be 
like, “Let’s, let’s go! Let’s get on the road!"  
These kinds of judgements did not go unnoticed by the PGs. In this particular example, the parent described feeling 
that the mentor was judging her in some ways because the mentor would never sit down when she came to the 
house. The parent interpreted this as the mentor not feeling comfortable with the family and not trusting the parent 
or the youth.  
In some cases, these experiences led parents to question the quality of the match. One mother noted how 
feeling the mentor’s negative judgement made her doubt her initial impression that the mentor was a “perfect match” 
for her son: 
 After we walked out to the parking lot... I didn't want to base the match on him being um, 
judgmental (laughs)… I was putting my son… in my van... and I had not cleaned my van out yet, 
so there was… a bunch of stuff… winter coats… I forget what was down there. …. So he… made 
a comment of that, and then he was telling me that I was putting my son in the car seat wrong.   
Further, she noted an occasion when the mentor came to pick up her son, and “I'd just get off work on 
Friday, and he'd come over to pick [youth] up and be like, ‘Wow. Somebody really needs to clean their 
house.’”  
Other PGs were put off by what they observed in the mentor’s interactions with their child. One parent 
questioned the mentor’s commitment to the relationship:  
To me, it look[ed] like [Mentor] didn't really uh do any effort to make her happy… She used to 
come like as early as 8:30 in the morning. You know, people on weekends don't get up that 
early…. So I felt myself like she just wanted to come and get [her] to bring [Youth] right back, 
you know? Like to hurry up and do this so I can get rid of you already, and I go do my thing. 
That's the way I felt. 
This mentor felt the PG’s disapproval, and the tension in their relationship is what appeared to be one of the driving 
factors in the ending of the match. The mentor said that she felt “this sense of dread every time” she would go to 
pick up the youth because she felt the PG’s expectations for the match were so high. 
Disruptions in the mentor-match support specialist relationship. In nearly half of the cases in the 
sample, disruptions in the mentor-MSS relationship were observed. Typical among these mentors were expressions 
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of frustration with the nature and quality of support they received. Some found the regular check-ins required by the 
program to be superficial and not helpful. They reported feeling like the MSS was going through a series of 
questions to check them off the to-do list and described these interactions as “robotic,” “repetitive,” and “weird.” 
One mentor described these contacts in the following way:  
Sometimes the check-ins themselves can be burdensome because they’re really like adamant about 
having them… And then, when you have them, they don’t really say anything… They’ll ask you 
things. And I’m like, “I know you talked to the [youth], and you got an answer, and my answer’s 
the same…” They don’t really have a ton of suggestions for activities. And they don’t really… do 
much... They’ll just kind of say like, “Oh, you know, that’s something you can discuss. It’ll 
change. It’ll get better.” But they don’t really give you any support.  
Mentors who had professional experience with children and/or those whose relationships were going well seemed 
especially annoyed by repetitive contacts.  
On the other hand, some mentors described needing and expecting more support than they received. For 
example, one mentor was disappointed by what she perceived to be a lack of response to her request for help in 
supporting her mentee who was struggling with ADHD. Expecting that the agency “had other connections to help 
these kids in other avenues” this mentor experienced the agency as “kind of stick[ing] to their thing,” and that unless 
child protective services has to be involved, “there's not much that can be done.” The mentor’s feelings of 
helplessness in this arena contributed to her decision to end the match. Importantly, the mentors who perceived that 
support from the MSS was not helpful indicated they were unlikely to report back to the MSS and ask for support 
when a change or challenge came up in their relationship with the youth or PG.  
Disruptions in the parent/guardian-MSS relationship. Almost one-third of the cases involved 
disruptions in the relationship between the PG and the MSS. Some MSS expressed views of the families that 
included negative judgements and an emphasis on deficits. The focus of these concerns, rather than being on 
parenting practices or the home environment as was common with mentors, tended to be on the parent/guardian's 
communication skills or investment in the program. To describe working with a mother who had five children 
matched in the program, one MSS said: 
The biggest issue has been… communication with mom. Getting a hold of her... getting her to call you 
back when you leave a message, planning outings with mom... mom being aware of the outings… things 
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like that… But, mom didn’t take an active role in making sure that [Youth] talked to her Big Sister. And 
making sure she called her back. Making sure she didn’t cancel outings.  
When this match ended after just one visit, the MSS felt that “a big factor was the mom wasn’t [as] invested as she 
could have been,” and that had the mother helped with communication and scheduling, the youth and mentor may 
have had enough time to get to know and like each other. In questioning the mother’s investment in the match, this 
MSS did not account for the many stressors this mother faced, including caring for her children and living in 
poverty, which could account for the lack of consistent communication.  
Like mentors, a number of these PGs experienced the routine support calls with the MSS as robotic or 
redundant, which was made worse by the high MSS turnover. One PG explained: “You know all the questions we 
had to answer, they were very redundant …. it wasn't just a conversation of …. ‘Oh, how is it going?’ …. and 
‘what's happening …. right now’ and stuff like that.” In some cases, the expectations the PG held for the match were 
influenced by their experiences with a previous mentor for the youth or a sibling’s mentor who had gone above and 
beyond the agency requirements, with the PGs expecting the new mentor to function in the same way. When MSS’s 
observed these comparisons during support calls or heard complaints from the PG, they reported trying to redirect 
the PG and assure them that the current mentor was meeting the expectations set by the agency. If the PG was not 
receptive to this coaching, it could put a strain on the PG-MSS relationship in addition to the PG being dissatisfied 
with the mentor.  
The Contribution of Agency Context 
 All of these mutually influencing relationships were situated within and shaped by the larger context of the 
agencies’ policies, practices, and resources. These mattered greatly for many of the matches and played a role in 
some match endings.  
Staffing changes. Nearly half of the cases in our sample experienced a change in their MSS during the 
course of the match, with some experiencing two or three MSS changes. In a small number of cases, interviewees 
noted a gap in coverage where no MSS was checking in with the mentor or family, and the mentor and PG would 
not have known who to contact had there been a question or concern. Staffing changes often were due to MSS 
leaving for new work or school opportunities, or being on personal leave for reasons such as maternity leave. In 
addition, one of the four study sites experienced a major financial downturn during the study period that resulted in 
sudden layoffs and subsequent understaffing of match support personnel. 
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 Staff changes were reported to be challenging for all match parties. One MSS explained that even though 
“whenever somebody leaves the agency, there's a contact sent out to the matches, and it kind of gives them like a 
heads-up,” the relationship between match parties and a new MSS could be difficult to build: “You're calling them 
to ask them about this personal relationship, and yet the staff turnover seems to be constant. ... It's upsetting for a lot 
of them, um, and it's almost like they're a little apprehensive.” In one extreme case, the PG and mentor decided to 
end contact with the agency after experiencing several changes in their MSS, which resulted in their growing 
frustration and feeling a lack of support. As the mother in that match explained: “We just got tired of talking to them 
and having to re-say everything... All the questions… were very redundant… even if something had happened…that 
I had concerns about, I wouldn't even have known who to contact.” This mother was left feeling that the agency was 
not paying attention and that “nobody really cared about the answer because of the fact that we had to repeat the 
answer so much.” The mentor shared her sentiment: “Again, it wasn't like we were getting support really… It was 
like, checking in once a month.”  
While the above example demonstrates an extreme reaction, participants in other cases of MSS turnover 
felt the disruption similarly. In several cases, mentors and PGs reported feeling less close to the new MSS, 
especially if they had met their first MSS in person at the beginning of the match. In one example, the youth 
repeatedly asked when the MSS, who was on maternity leave, would return. In addition, some mentors and PGs 
doubted how well a new MSS knew them or had been briefed about the specifics of their match. Similarly, some 
MSS noted the challenge of taking over support for a match if the previous MSS had not left detailed notes about 
previous contact with the mentor and family. 
Monitoring of matches. In many cases, inconsistent or insufficient monitoring of matches by agency staff 
appeared to contribute to the match ending. As noted above, there were often logistical challenges in monitoring 
matches due to staff turnover or to the MSS having trouble reaching the PG or mentor for scheduled check-ins. 
Many mentors did not consult with their MSS prior to ending the match and did not seem to think they were 
expected to do so. However, even when the MSS had regular contact, matches sometimes suffered from poor quality 
monitoring.  
In several cases, the MSS did not track or follow-up with known changes developing in the family’s life. In 
one example, the youth told the mentor that his family was being evicted from their home. According to the MSS 
and the agency’s case notes the mentor shared this information with the MSS , who was new to the match at the 
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time, but also expressed doubt as to the honesty of the youth. When the MSS asked the mentor about it one month 
later, the mentor was not concerned, so the MSS never followed-up with the youth’s mother. The MSS only reached 
out to the mother after being informed by the mentor the next month that he and the youth had not seen each other in 
over one month and that he was unable to reach the parent. Despite knowing that an eviction was possible, the MSS 
sent letters to the family trying to resume contact and ultimately closed the match when the mother did not respond. 
This MSS was made aware of what was happening, yet missed an opportunity to proactively intervene, potentially 
saving the match from an early ending or at least helping to facilitate a good-bye. 
Putting It All Together: The Domino Effect of a Change in Life Circumstances 
Taking a systemic view of these relationships facilitated a more in-depth examination of the relationship 
dynamics at work and highlighted that the match endings were most often multiply determined, with breakdowns 
occurring within multiple relationships in the system rather than being attributable to just one cause. A case study is 
presented as an illustration.  
 The triangle depicted in Figure 1 represents the match between a 23-year-old White, female mentor and an 
11-year-old Hispanic girl that lasted only 3 months. The youth had been matched previously in a 2-year relationship 
that her mother said ended poorly. The mentor joined the program excited about the potential to make “a difference 
in someone’s life” and help “influence someone’s future” for a youth “who doesn't necessarily have a role model.” 
Her expectations, she noted, were largely from a friend who told her that being a Big Sister is “easy.” During the 
five months between enrolling in the program and being matched with the youth, the mentor began a new long-
distance romantic relationship, which took her out of town most weekends. The program did not re-screen the 
mentor prior to making the match and was unaware of this change in the mentor’s life circumstances.  
Matched by the program based on their mutual interests, including a love for animals, the pair seemed to 
immediately like each other, and the youth’s mother said that her daughter enjoyed being with the mentor. However, 
as the mentor and youth started spending time together, the mentor began to question the youth’s interest in the 
match and struggled in choosing activities. The mentor reported that she did not have extra spending cash and found 
that the activities her mentee wanted to do were "a little heavy on the pocket." The mentor, who explained that she 
grew up in a high-income family, showed little understanding of the family’s financial concerns and was frustrated 
that the youth’s mother did not offer money for activities or food during their visits. In addition, the mentor and 
mother did not agree about scheduling outings. The mentor tried to plan weekday outings so she could save her 
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weekends for her personal life, but the mother preferred that her daughter not be out on school nights. As the pair 
struggled to schedule visits, and ended up going weeks without seeing each other, the MSS tried to intervene and 
reported giving the mentor “a bit of an ultimatum” to “keep the commitment” and make time on the weekends for 
the youth at least twice a month. Further, despite substantial stressors in the youth and family’s lives, the mentor did 
not understand why the youth needed a mentor and started questioning whether or not she was making much of a 
difference: “I just feel like I …. was just hanging out and having like small talk with her, rather than …. really 
helping her in her life.” After only three outings, the mentor disappeared, not responding to calls from either the 
family or MSS. The mentor ultimately expressed regret over making a commitment she could not keep. 
 Many of the challenges in this match stem from the mentor’s narrow expectations for what it would be like 
to be matched with a youth, especially how easy it would be and how quickly she could have an influence, as well as 
her inflexibility in making time for the relationship. As indicated in the triangle for this match (Figure 1), this 
resulted in difficulties in the mentor-youth relationship and the mentor-MSS relationship, which ultimately led the 
mentor to abandon the match. This mentor, distracted by competing personal interests and feeling like the mentoring 
relationship was not living up to her initial expectations, was quick to begin to withdraw. Efforts by the program 
staff to coach this mentor were not successful, in part because the mentor’s commitment to mentoring had waned in 
light of her new romantic relationship. Meanwhile, the youth and mother were quite satisfied with the relationship, 
and the youth, her mother and the MSS were surprised when the mentor disappeared.  
Discussion 
Using a systemic framework to examine individual, relational, and program factors, as well as 
interrelationships among them, brought into bold relief the ways that many mentoring relationship endings are 
multiply determined. In particular, the importance of considering the relationships surrounding the mentor-youth 
dyad was made apparent, highlighting how the mentoring relationship is influenced by the larger social network 
within which it occurs (Keller, 2005a; Keller & Blakeslee, 2013). Mentors are central in the mentoring process, as 
others have noted (Herrera et al., 2013; Spencer, 2012), but this study revealed opportunities for other participants in 
the system to intervene, such as a parent who can encourage a mentor with flagging spirits, or program staff who can 
scaffold a mentor whose skills need developing. Overall, the findings emphasized the significance of the strength of 
the mentor-youth relationship, the influence of the network of relationships surrounding the match, and the 
importance of the agency context. 
YOUTH MENTORING RELATIONSHIP ENDINGS 20 
The findings of this study reinforce previous research indicating that interpersonal connection and mutual 
commitment between mentor and mentee are critical for sustaining a mentoring relationship (Rhodes, 2002; 
Spencer, 2006). Both parties need to have some initial investment in and commitment to the match. They also need 
to engage in and build a new interpersonal relationship. A few youth participants did not seem willing or able to 
enter into this type of mentoring relationship. In some cases, their enthusiasm dissipated during a long period on the 
waiting list, resulting in youth disengagement from the outset. Several mentors seemed ill-suited to the task, whether 
because of personal circumstances that interfered with their commitment to the relationship, ignorance of the daily 
hardships many families face, or inadequate relational skills that made it difficult for them to connect with the youth 
in a way that was developmentally appropriate and in keeping with the mentoring role. As previous research has 
noted, mentoring relationships can falter when poor interpersonal skills, lack of enthusiasm, or miscues and 
misunderstandings on the part of the mentor lead to awkward, tentative interactions or to disengagement and 
avoidance (Pryce & Keller, 2013). Also observed were instances of mentor dissatisfaction that arose from unrealistic 
and inflexible expectations for the relationship (Spencer, 2007). In such cases, some matches seemed to fail because 
the mentor lacked the capacity for attunement, or the ability to interpret and adapt to cues from the youth or the 
situation (Pryce, 2012). Other mentors became disenchanted and their commitment waned when they felt their time 
and effort devoted to the mentoring relationship was not acknowledged and valued by the youth or family. 
Another important finding was that even a strong mentor-youth relationship may not be able to withstand 
the challenges that can arise in the ancillary relationships in the mentoring system. Particularly problematic were 
difficulties in the relationships between mentors and parents/guardians. Some mentors became frustrated when 
communication with the PG was inconsistent or challenging in some other way, even when the mentors were aware 
of significant events affecting the availability of the PG (e.g., a family member is hospitalized). They were quick to 
judge and interpret the PG’s behavior negatively, which made it difficult for them to connect with the youth in a way 
that was in keeping with their role and developmentally appropriate. This tendency to adopt a more deficit-based 
view of PGs was similar to what has been reported in studies of parent involvement in mentoring (Basualdo-
Delmonico & Spencer, 2016) and indicates a lack of empathy and understanding of the family circumstances on the 
part of the mentor. Notably, another study found mentors more likely to report challenges associated with the 
youth’s family (e.g., youth not ready for outings, cancelled meetings, not getting support from family) in situations 
where the family experienced higher levels of environmental risk (e.g., financial adversity, family disruption, 
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housing instability), suggesting mentoring relationships may be  harder to sustain when families contend with day-
to-day stresses due to poverty and other adversities (Herrera et al., 2013). On the other side of the equation, PGs in 
the current study sometimes felt judged by the mentor and were uncomfortable or mistrustful as a result. In other 
cases, PGs became frustrated with what was perceived to be a lack of commitment on the mentor’s part. The 
perceptions of parents regarding their children’s helping relationships can be influential, as shown in research on the 
psychotherapy relationships of children. Parents are more likely to discontinue their children’s therapy when they 
perceive the therapist as not competent or effective nor invested in the child and parent (Garcia & Weisz, 2002). 
Likewise, parents’ perceptions of a poor relationship with the therapist and other stressors and obstacles associated 
with treatment contribute to termination of therapy (Kazdin, Holland, & Crowley, 1997). Just as a strong working 
alliance between parent and therapist is associated with parent investment in services and effectiveness in child 
psychotherapy (Hawley & Weisz, 2005), the current study points to the importance of the quality of the partnership 
between PG and mentor in maintaining a youth mentoring relationship.        
The relationships of the MSS with the mentor and PG also could have implications for match longevity, 
particularly if compounding, or failing to address, other issues jeopardizing the mentoring relationship. Previous 
research has found that case managers (e.g., MSS) rated more competent by their supervisors provide higher quality 
support to mentors, resulting in more positive and ultimately longer-lasting mentoring relationships (Sass & 
Karcher, 2013). In the current analysis of closed matches, however, a repeated complaint from mentors and PGs was 
the perception that the MSS was just going through the motions during regularly scheduled check-in calls rather than 
providing more intentional and informed support for the mentoring relationship. A number of cases also were 
marked by what appeared to be a lack of understanding by the MSS of the family contexts, particularly with regard 
to the stresses and strains associated with living in poverty and care needs of other children in the family. These 
MSS seemed to interpret the PG’s behaviors, such as not returning phone calls in a timely fashion, as a lack of 
investment in the match, rather than an invitation to increase their understanding and develop strategies for staying 
connected with the PG’s while they navigated daily life challenges.  
  The findings of the current study also suggest that agency context should be considered as a factor in the 
development and duration of mentoring relationships. For example, program staff turnover appeared to take a toll on 
the connections program participants had with their MSS. In such cases, the mentors and PGs alike described feeling 
frustrated by needing to begin again with a new staff person. Even under the best circumstances, supporting the 
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development and maintenance of mentoring matches can be a complex endeavor. Doing so requires effectively 
interacting with and supporting the mentor, youth, and the youth’s PG while also helping these different parties 
navigate and negotiate their relationships with one another. Highlighted here is also the need for sensitivity to 
families affected by poverty, material hardship and the needs of other family members. Given the tendency in both 
research and practice to focus primarily on the mentor-youth dyad (Basualdo-Delmonico & Spencer, 2016; Spencer 
& Basualdo-Delmonico, 2014) and the lack of attention to how social class dynamics can influence the mentoring 
process (Deutsch, Lawrence, & Henneberger, 2013), it is unlikely that program staff in many mentoring programs 
receive training and supervision that appropriately equips them to meet these challenges as they surface in the 
relationships surrounding the primary dyad. 
Limitations 
This study generated rich data from multiple perspectives regarding the ending of mentoring relationships. 
However, the analysis and findings are somewhat limited by the absence of information from youth participants. 
Including MSS as a new and important voice in the systemic perspective was prioritized over data collection with 
youth for a few reasons. First, given the young age of many youth, it was considered developmentally inappropriate 
for them to participate in a lengthy interview on the telephone. Furthermore, experience in previous studies has 
demonstrated the challenges in drawing out detailed, descriptive information through such interviews, particularly 
on topics that may be emotionally fraught such as the ending of a relationship. However, reflections on youth 
behaviors and reactions in the mentoring relationships were derived from interviews with other participants, in 
particular the PG, and through agency documentation of interviews and support contacts between program staff and 
youth.  
Another potential limitation concerns the inability to complete a trifecta of interviews for many of the 
closed matches pursued for inclusion in the subsample. There were numerous challenges in reaching participants for 
interviews after their matches had ended. The matches not reached for follow up may have had different reasons for 
ending than the ones willing to complete interviews. There is a possibility that participants who faced the biggest 
challenges in their matches or who felt particular guilt or shame regarding the ending of their matches were 
unresponsive, with this type of experience less represented in the data. However, many respondents did report facing 
significant challenges in their matches and actually did admit fault for match endings, suggesting that self-selection 
bias may not have severely limited our findings. 
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Lastly, these findings reflect a specific mentoring context: one-to-one, same-gender matches participating 
in a community-based BBBS program. Therefore, these findings should be interpreted cautiously with reference to 
other types of mentoring models. For example, in school-based mentoring, the youth’s teacher likely plays an equal 
or even more prominent role in a systemic model of mentoring than the youth’s PG due to more ongoing interactions 
with the mentor. Likewise, school policies for mentoring may influence the match just as the agency provides a 
defined context within which the match develops. In addition, match endings may be very different for programs 
that have a defined duration (e.g. a school-based program ending with the school year) or that typically involve 
transitions from one mentor to another to provide continuous mentoring over an extended period (e.g., programs 
with paid, professional mentors). 
Future Research 
The findings from this study demonstrate the importance of considering the mentor-youth dyad as being 
situated within a larger relationship system of relationships when trying to understand the multitude of reasons why 
a match may end (Keller, 2005a). Future research, employing both qualitative and quantitative approaches, would 
benefit from continuing to use a systemic perspective and include the voices of the mentor, youth, PG and MSS 
when seeking to understand the processes involved in the development and duration of what is traditionally thought 
of as a dyadic mentor-youth relationship. While this study provided an in-depth exploration focusing on why these 
matches ended, future research is needed to determine how the endings of mentoring relationships are handled and 
the impact of these endings on the participants. Future research also should address the reasons for relationship 
endings in mentoring programs with different program models, such as school-based, group, or short-term 
mentoring.  
Implications for Practice 
 Although many of the matches made by the participating agencies during the time period of this study 
successfully fulfilled their initial 1-year commitment and continued beyond, closely examining the relationships that 
did end offers important insights for practice. Further, taking a systemic view of the relationships widens the lens 
beyond the mentor-youth dyad, yielding rich information about the multiple, inter-connected processes that can 
contribute to relationship endings. This view highlights the potential disruptions to not just the mentor-youth 
relationship, but also to supporting relationships, pointing to practices that could prevent or repair relational 
challenges and reduce the potential for match endings. For example, the analytic strategy used in this study for 
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holistically assessing the multiple relationships participating in a match according to the systemic diagram could be 
employed by program staff in match support. Based on results from this study, a tool developed by the National 
Mentoring Resource Center (Perry, 2017) uses Keller’s (2005a) systemic model to facilitate program staff in 
considering the many relationships in the mentoring system when assessing the health of a mentoring relationship. 
Evaluating the salient features of each relationship in the system could help to identify strengths and weaknesses in 
the overall match network as the basis for developing approaches to maintain and strengthen the mentoring 
relationship.  
The findings from this study indicate further attention should be paid to the thorough screening and re-
screening of all mentors and youth before matching or re-matching. Screening should focus on identifying and 
potentially excluding mentors who have intervening personal circumstances that prevent them from being able to 
give sufficient time and energy to the mentoring relationship. Mentors with expectations that are unrealistic within 
the context of the mentoring program or who lack the relational skills necessary to build a relationship with a young 
person and their PG might also best be excluded, especially if those potential mentors appear unwilling or unable to 
respond to training or coaching. Despite the chronic shortage of mentors faced by many mentoring programs 
(Garringer, McQuillin, & McDaniel, 2017), programs may benefit from increasing vigilance in screening and 
turning away volunteers who are not a good fit for the program model to prevent the disappointment and potential 
declines in youth functioning that may accompany premature relationship endings (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; 
Herrera et al., 2011; Karcher, 2005; Slicker & Palmer, 1993; Spencer et al., 2017). Likewise, youth also should be 
screened to confirm they are appropriate for a mentoring program and re-screened if they have been on a long-wait 
list or are being re-matched. Program staff need to ensure that youth are interested in the program and feel 
comfortable and ready to start a new relationship with an adult not previously known to them. When enrolling youth 
and families, mentoring programs should understand who may benefit from their mentoring program model, and 
also who might not be ready for such programming at the time (e.g., trauma history that makes the youth hesitant to 
new adults, impending move). 
The findings of this study show many missed opportunities where proactive intervention by the MSS may 
have prevented the match from ending as soon as it did. In some cases, more thorough pre-match training for 
mentors or PGs may have helped make expectations and policies clearer. In other cases, evidence suggests that MSS 
lacked the skills necessary to effectively engage mentors and PGs in match support, identify challenges, and know 
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how to intervene. Mentoring agencies may be able to improve match length and desired positive youth outcomes by 
investing more in their staff (Keller, 2007b). Trainings on topics such as cultural competency, parent engagement, 
family stress, child developmental needs, and relationship-building skills could ultimately help program staff 
improve matching, monitoring, and coaching. In addition, smaller workloads and less rigid support schedules would 
likely give the staff more room to effectively support these relationships with more timely, consistent monitoring. 
The staff members involved in this study were widely overworked and under-supported for the kind of relationship 
monitoring and support expected of them, which also may have contributed in part to the high rates of MSS turnover 
observed in this sample. Agencies invested in the success of their matches also need to be invested in the capability 
of their staff, as demonstrated by proper training and realistic work expectations. This calls attention to the need for 
increased funding for programs to build capacity to support and sustain their matches once they are made.  
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Table 1. Sampling by agency and match length. 
 
 0-6 Months 7-12 Months 13-18 Months Total 
 Sampled Completed Sampled Completed Sampled Completed Sampled Completed 
Site 1 8 3 15 4 3 2 26 9 
Site 2 5 4 6 4 2 1 13 9 
Site 3 7 4 12 5 7 2 26 11 
Site 4 6 2 6 4 5 1 17 7 
Total 26 13 39 17 17 6 82 36 
 
  






















MSS tried to coach M 
on communicating with 
Y & PG and picking 
activities, but M felt it 
was too late. MSS liked 
M. Surprised she didn’t 
follow through on 
commitment. M felt 
agency mislead her on 
youth interests & need. 
PG liked M, 
thought she was a 




wished M had been 
more “stable.” 
PG: 
 Very low income, 
phones often shut off. 
MSS described mother 
as “overwhelmed” with 
family responsibilities. 
Looking for role model 





well in school. 







Attempted to coach M. 
Surprised by ending. 
Mentor: 
Wanted to influence Y, 
give back. Waited 5 
months to be matched. 
Not available on 
weekends, regrets having 
made commitment. 
PG reports Y enjoyed 
outings, but M couldn’t 
tell. M did not feel Y 




outings stressful for M. 
MSS had trouble reaching PG but 
understood family stressors. MSS and 
PG liked each other. 
Figure 1: Triangle model for case example  
